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The FBI: Past, Present, and Future 



Summary 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is the Nation’s premier law 
enforcement organization responsible for gathering and reporting facts and compiling 
evidence in cases involving federal jurisdiction. It has broad jurisdiction in federal 
law enforcement and in national security, and is a statutory member of the U.S. 
Intelligence Community. From its official inception in 1908, the FBI’s mission, 
jurisdiction, and resources have grown substantially in parallel with the real or 
perceived threats to American society, culture, political institutions, and overall 
security. In FY2003 the organization has approximately 26,000 employees, about 
12,000 of whom are Special Agents. The FBI has had many successes in countering 
criminal and hostile foreign intelligence and terrorist activity in its storied history. 
However, in its zeal to protect U.S. national security, the FBI occasionally exceeded 
its mandate and infringed upon the protected rights of U.S. citizens. Currently, the 
FBI is undergoing a massive reorganization to shift its culture from reaction to crimes 
already committed to detection, deterrence and prevention of terrorist attacks against 
U.S. interests. The FBI continues to be a major domestic and international force in 
the war against terrorism. The FBI, one element of the U.S. Department of Justice, 
is led by a Director appointed by the President with the advice and consent of the 
Senate. The Director is appointed for a single 10-year term to insulate the 
investigative agency from tacit or perceived political pressures. The FBI Director is 
not a member of the President’s Cabinet, although he reports to one - the U.S. 
Attorney General. The current organizational schema of the FBI has three main 
elements: Headquarters, 56 Field Offices, and 45 Legal Attaches overseas. The 
degree of autonomy with which field offices have operated with respect to 
Headquarters has oscillated over time. Currently, Headquarters is assuming a more 
assertive role in directing field activities and demanding accountability, particularly 
with respect to the FBI’s national security responsibilities. While the FBI has long 
had counterterrorism as a top tier priority, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 
were a catalyst for developing a definitive list of ranked priorities. On May 29, 2002, 
counterterrorism became the FBI’s sole number one priority. Other major priorities 
include countering foreign intelligence activity directed against the United States, 
countering cybercrime, and working against public corruption. The FBI’s priorities 
continue to reflect its traditional law enforcement mission, but the FBI’s national 
security mission has assumed an unprecedented degree of prominence. In order to 
successfully implement its mission, the FBI has extensive relationships with other 
federal executive agencies, including other members of the U.S. Intelligence 
Community. It also has an important network of relationships with state and local 
law enforcement, and overseas law enforcement agencies and security services. 
Relevant pending bills include H.R. 1157, H.R. 2867, S. 410, S. 1158, S. 1440, S. 
1507, and S. 1520. Issues for the Congress involve whether: (1) the FBI can 
sufficiently adapt its law enforcement culture to deter, detect, and prevent terrorism; 
(2) some of the FBI’s criminal jurisdiction should be devolved to state and local law 
enforcement; (3) a statutory charter for the FBI should be developed; and (4) the 
planned co-location of the FBI’s operational Counterterrorism Division with the 
newly formed Terrorist Threat Integration Center provides an opportunity for foreign 
intelligence entities to engage in domestic intelligence activities. 
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The FBI: Past, Present, and Future 

Brief History and Program Development 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is the lead agency in the Department 
of Justice (DOJ) which has the dual mission of protecting U.S. national security and 
combating criminal activities. As a statutory member of the U.S. Intelligence 
Community, it is charged with maintaining domestic security by investigating foreign 
intelligence agents/officers and terrorists who pose a threat to U.S. national security. 
The Bureau’s criminal investigative priorities include organized crime and drug 
trafficking, public corruption, white collar crime, and civil rights violations. In 
addition, the Bureau investigates significant federal crimes including, but not limited 
to, kidnaping, extortion, bank robberies, child exploitation and pornography, and 
international child abduction. The FBI also provides training and operational 
assistance to state, local, and international law enforcement agencies. 

The FBI’ s expertise in national and international law enforcement may be taken 
for granted today. 1 Because the organization had relatively little jurisdiction in its 
early years (a result of nascent federal criminal law development), the organization 
demonstrated substantial creativity in using its existing authority to combat criminal 
behavior. For example, in its infamous investigations into the organized crime and 
gangster activities of John Dillinger (and others) in the early 20 th Century, the FBI 
(then known as the Bureau of Investigation) and Department of Justice relied on 
jurisdiction in more discrete areas of crime such as fugitive status and interstate 
motor vehicle theft to arrest and prosecute organized crime cases. More recently, the 
FBI has developed into a national investigative agency and established a national 
identification system, a uniform crime reporting system, as well as a forensic science 
program that are heavily relied upon by state and local law enforcement. Some 
would argue that by instituting rigorous law enforcement training and employment 
qualifications, the FBI ushered in an era of unprecedented professionalism in law 
enforcement. 

Moreover, as the forces of globalization became prominent in the late 20 th 
Century, the FBI expanded its international influence by developing important 
relationships with overseas law enforcement and security services. These 
relationships continue to pay dividends in the war against terrorism 2 today. The 



'An official history of the FBI can be found at 

[http://www.fbi.gov/libref/historic/historymain.htm]. See also Athan Theoharis, The FBI: 
An Annotated Bibliography and Research Guide (1994). 

2 The term “terrorism,” as used in this report, means premeditated, politically motivated 
violence perpetrated against targets by sub-national groups or clandestine agents. The term 
“international terrorism” means terrorism involving citizens or the territory of more than one 
country. The term “terrorist group” means any group practicing, or which has significant 

(continued...) 
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FBI’s recent arrest of a British national alleged to be smuggling shoulder fired 
missiles into the United States is an example of how its national and international 
cooperation with intelligence and law enforcement organizations is paying 
dividends. 3 As an organization that has been at the forefront of law enforcement and 
domestic security in turbulent times, however, the FBI has also been through its share 
of difficult times. 

While the Bureau is considered one of the world’s premier investigative 
agencies and has had numerous successes implementing its criminal and national 
security missions, in recent years it has been criticized for its handling of a number 
of cases. These cases include the Waco and Ruby Ridge sieges, the Oklahoma City 
bombing documents, the Los Alamos National Laboratory espionage investigation, 
the Atlanta Olympic Park bombing investigation, the Robert Hans sen spy case, 4 the 
degradation of the FBI crime lab, the improper use of confidential informants, and 
the failure to secure and upgrade the agency’s computer systems. The September 11, 
2001 attacks, moreover, are widely viewed as a systemic intelligence failure of the 
U.S. Intelligence Community, of which the FBI is one component. Some Members 
of Congress have called for increased oversight and explored proposals to reform or, 
perhaps, dismantle elements of the FBI, transferring the agency’s domestic security 
functions to another agency that could possibly resemble Britain’s MI-5. 5 



2 (... continued) 

subgroups which practice, international terrorism. See Title 22, U.S. Code, §2656f(d). 
There are numerous definitions of terrorism found in U.S. law statutes and regulations. See 
CRS Report RS2 102 1, “Terrorism ” and Related Terms in Statute and Regulation: Selected 
Language , Sept. 26, 2001, by Elizabeth Martin. 

3 See “FBI Arrests British Man in Alleged Missile Plot,” New York Times, Aug. 12, 2003. 
As early as May of last year, the FBI was alerting law enforcement to be on the lookout for 
potential terrorist activities involving shoulder-fired missiles. See “FBI Warns of 
Shoulder-Fired Missile Threat,” May 31, 2002, at [http:www.cnn.com]. In Nov. 2002 in 
Mombasa, Kenya, a chartered Israeli passenger plane was targeted with a man portable air 
defense (MANPAD) system. The rocket missed its target. See Thom Shanker, “Terror in 
Africa: Security Concerns, Ideal Terror Weapons - Portable, Deadly, Plentiful Missiles,” 
New York Times , Nov. 29, 2002, p. A32. The indictment of Hemant Lakhani can be found 
at [http://news.findlaw.com/cnn/docs/terrorism/uslakhani8 1 103cmp.pdf]. 

4 See A Review of the FBI’s Performance in Deterring, Detecting, and Investigating the 
Espionage Activities of Robert Philip Hcinssen, Department of Justice, Office of the 
Inspector General, Report, Aug. 14, 2003. The unclassified executive summary of this report 
can be found at [http://www.usdoj.gov/oig/special/03-08/final.pdf]. 

5 See the “Foreign Intelligence Collection Improvement Act of 2003,” (S. 410). See also 
CRS Report RL 31920, Domestic Intelligence in the United Kingdom: The Applicability of 
the MI-5 Model to the United States, May 19, 2003, by Todd Masse. S. 1520, the “9-1 1 
Memorial Intelligence Reform Act,” proposes that the Attorney General, Director of 
National Intelligence (a proposed position), and the Secretary of Homeland Security provide 
a report to Congress which, among other factors, assesses the advisability of establishing a 
new domestic intelligence agency, and the experiences of other democratic nations in 
conducting domestic intelligence programs and activities. Similar recommendations were 
made in the Joint Inquiry Into Intelligence Community Activities Before and After the 
Terrorist Attacks of September 11, 2001, a report of the U.S. Senate Select Committee on 
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